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THE MOTHERS OF THE PLAZA DE MAYO OF ARGENTINA:
AN UNCONVENTIONAL SUCCESS STORY
Logan Johansen
Mentor: Dr. Carol Lilly, Department of History
ABSTRACT
In 1976, a military junta overthrew Isabelita Peron from power in Argentina. Shortly after,
it began to kidnap, torture, and murder thousands of political enemies and dissidents – many of
whom were college students or other educated people. These victims, often called “the
disappeared” or desaparecidos, were drugged and thrown out of airplanes and were never seen
again. Many of their mothers, desperate for answers, united and formed the Mothers of the Plaza
de Mayo group and began protesting publicly. This paper argues that despite never receiving
official answers from the junta nor from the succeeding Argentine government, these powerful
women still created a world-renowned and successful human-rights group by harnessing their
identities as mothers by garnering international attention to their plight and later inspiring others
around the world to do the same.
On any given Thursday in the Plaza de Mayo, or May Square in Buenos Aires, Argentina,
one can see a group of mostly elderly women donning white bonnets and carrying signs and
photographs. They march in front of one of the most important buildings in the whole country, la
Casa Rosada – the Pink House. This building is the equivalent of the American White House,
having housed the leader of the state for years. Among the tears and shouts of the women are the
voices of a few mothers who demand answers. They seek justice for the kidnappings and probable
murders (officially called “disappearances”) of their children, which were carried out by the then
military-run government of Argentina over forty years ago. Ever since, the Mothers of the Plaza
de Mayo have protested in this same way, week after week and year after year, refusing to give
up.1
Although the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo of Argentina have been unsuccessful in quest
for answers from the leaders of their country, these brave women harnessed their identity as
mothers to create change by bringing international attention to the atrocities committed against
Argentine citizens and their influences on similar organizations. The Madres did so by founding a
women’s movement to fight the injustices committed upon Argentina’s citizens by their own
leaders, drawing international attention and awareness to their horrific situation, and inspiring
others to become activists. Even decades after the fall of the murderous regime, the mothers
continue to champion both women’s – and human – rights across the globe. The movement has
grown into an internationally recognized organization, built from the shared suffering of twelve
women. The worlds of these seemingly ordinary people were forever altered after the
disappearances of their sons and daughters, and in some cases, grandchildren too. But what events
led to these forced disappearances, or more realistically, kidnappings? In order to understand why
the Madres came together, one must understand the political events that took place just before and
during Argentina’s Dirty War in the 1970’s. Without concrete historical context, the very
foundations of the Madres are lost.
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The military takeover of Argentina in 1976 came after several periods of regime change
over the previous decades. Juan Peron, the famously controversial Argentinian Populist
president/dictator and his well-known wife, Evita, led the country for nearly a decade following
the end of the Second World War until being overthrown in a somewhat unrelated military coup
d’état. His political views combined traditional left- and right-wing ideas, were wildly appealing
to some, while being simultaneously hated by others. After a lengthy period of exile, Juan Peron
returned to power in 1973 being reinstated by pro-Peronist government. During this absence, Evita
had died, and he was remarried to María Estela Martínez. She served as his vice president and
would succeed her husband as president following his death in 1974.
The death of their respected leader fractured the Peronist movement which, divided mostly
among political lines. The more dominant right-wing military combated the left-wing militia for
two years while Isabelita (María Estela Martínez’ more common moniker) barely held on to her
power as president. But after two years of tenuous coexistence, the right-wing military decided it
was time for a total government takeover to prevent a socialist, or potentially communist,
revolution. Unsurprisingly, the circumstances surrounding this coup are not entirely clear. Some
argue that the government of the United States may have become involved in Argentina and
supported the military’s plot in order to stop the spread of Communism during the Cold War, but
for the purpose of understanding the Madres movement, this is an unnecessary topic.
With a swift blow, the military was easily able to remove Isabelita from power and send
her into exile.2 As Diana Taylor explains in her article entitled Performing Gender: Las Madres
de la Plaza de Mayo, on March 24, 1976 “the junta declared itself the supreme organ of the nation,
ready to fill the void of power embodied by Peron’s widow…Argentina’s military leaders made
clear (that) social violence would be fought in interior spaces. In practice, the raid on interiority
was carried out in homes, (and) torture chambers.”3 On the outside, the newly established junta
government called for a sort of reunification of the country. But on the inside, the horrific actions
they were about to commit were done to protect themselves and their interests. To unify Argentina,
any and all dissidents were to be extinguished. Initially, leftist paramilitary groups and guerillas
were targeted, but it certainly did not end there. Almost anyone – from priests, to workers, to
intellectuals, to even the average citizen could be a target for any reason. Take for example a
neighbor who had just spoken with a family friend one evening. The next day, he is nowhere to be
found. Or in a different case a professor who taught class on Monday, but by Friday hadn’t been
seen by anyone. It did not matter who the junta targeted; no one could hold them accountable for
their actions.4
Widespread fear and terror became the new normal in Argentina. Bellucci best describes
the process that the junta used to suppress the population over the course of their reign:
This repression was usually carried out by groups of military and police commandos, some in uniform, others
in plain clothes. They broke into and searched homes and kidnapped whoever they found. If the victims
survived the search and seize operation, they were taken clandestinely to concentration camps or torture
centres, where they were hooded and chained until the executioners decided their fate. If it was convenient,
the victims were sent to prison; if possible, they were forced to collaborate. Many died while being tortured
and many more were executed; others were thrown out of airplanes into the ocean. When democracy was

restored in Argentina in 1983, 340 clandestine detention centres were discovered. There were hundreds
of thousands of exiles, 9,000 political prisoners, and 250 missing children whose whereabouts are still
unknown. An estimated 30,000 people had ‘disappeared’ from all over Argentina.5
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These 30,000 (the exact number cannot be confirmed --some argue it could reach upwards of
45,000) known as los desaparecidos, or literally, the disappeared—a term which has come to
signify these specific victims, almost all of whom were civilians. In the case of Mirta Acuña de
Baravalle, one of the original founders of both the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, her son,
daughter-in-law, and their unborn child were all kidnapped on August 27, 1976.6 They were never
seen again. The disappearances of several thousand Argentinians obviously had a tremendous
impact on their family and friends who were left without their loved ones, answers, or any form of
closure.7 Out of their brokenness, the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo came into existence.
In 1977, twelve women came together after deciding that the silence from the government
would not suffice. What began as a small protest in the Plaza de Mayo in front of the Casa Rosada
evolved into an internationally known movement with hundreds of members. However, the
answers they originally sought were never found. They instead created their own channel with
which to fight the injustices committed against the people of Argentina. Since then, they also
continue to fight for women’s and human rights across the world. In their role as activists, they
embraced their traditional role as mothers to validate their claims. However, the Madres have at
times been criticized by some who would call their group still unsuccessful and/or
counterproductive to modern feminist movements. The group’s original purpose for existing was
to find los desaparecidos and since that time, little to no admissions of guilt have been made nor
many war criminals prosecuted for their role in the Proceso.
The very founding of the Madre movement is based on the fact that 30,000 to 45,000
Argentinian citizens were forcibly “disappeared” by the hand of the junta from 1976 to 1983.
According to Foss and Domenici, “In April 1977, fourteen (some sources say twelve or thirteen)
Argentine women gathered in the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires to demand information about
their disappeared children – why they had been taken, where they were being held, and whether
they were alive or dead.”8 The questions that the founders publicly demanded became the driving
force for their movement. And so, beginning on that April day, and now every Thursday at 3:30
PM, the mothers have continued their protests.
Despite their actions and persistence, the junta government never responded with answers.
At a bare minimum, the government did address a few human rights accusations, but usually just
outright denied any responsibility or would admit slight fault as a one-time error or isolated
incident. One notorious example of deflection by the junta occurred during the World Cup of 1978,
hosted in Buenos Aires. Despite the presence of the Madres at the event, the actions of the junta
remained hidden by a carefully crafted image of the country that was projected to the attendants
of the event. Even after the fall of the government in 1983, the new democratically elected one was
able to pass laws to prevent charges from being brought upon the leaders of the junta. Many of the
leaders were offered amnesty for information regarding more serious crimes that they committed.
Time after time, the Mothers have been denied any answers.9 Despite what has been uncovered in
the years since the kidnappings, little DNA evidence from los desaparecidos has been recovered,
preventing any major charges against the former leaders who ordered the deaths of innocents. The
lack of evidence, combined with legal protections of these leaders made by later administrations,
has led to the vast majority of these perpetrators escaping punishment. Unfortunately, the saying
“innocent until proven guilty” protects many of the wrongdoers of the past.
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Aside from the general failure of the Madres being unable to officially prove guilt and
attain legal retribution for their loved ones, the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo have also come
under fire for using their identities as mothers to halt or even reverse the progress of modern
feminist movements. Western liberal feminists typically focus on the equality of men and women
and the ability of each to achieve the same level of success. They desire to move past the
assumption that women are first and foremost mothers and that motherhood is their primary duty.
The Madres have always used “mother” stereotypes in their protests, imagery, and politics. One
of their most well-known symbols, their white head coverings, represent the diapers of their
children and grandchildren that were taken from them. By adopting and promoting a “mother
identity”, critics argue that they encourage the maternal limitations of women in society and lock
them inside a box of stereotypes.10
The Madres themselves, however, do not seem entirely concerned with feminism as it is
not a primary goal of the organization. They are not seeking to remove maternal aspects from
womanhood, but rather are working to bring motherhood to the political stage. Most members do
not even identify as feminists. Howe writes in her article entitled “The Madres de la Plaza de Mayo:
Asserting Motherhood; Rejecting Feminism” that motherhood continues to play an important role
within Latin American feminism: “even within certain sectors of (Latin American) feminist
thought, motherhood has become a key means of defining female difference, no longer as a
restrictive label, but instead as a positive force believed to be exemplary of particular qualities
such as an especially ethical and responsible (attitude) to life.”11 Although the Madres could be
viewed as counterproductive to mainstream feminism, they are accomplishing incredible things in
their own society and culture. Are these achievements worth the supposed drawbacks? It depends
on the point of view the case is addressed from.
The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo are successful because through their very existence,
they created a unique women’s movement in a society ruled by men who had attempted to silence
and destroy the voices of political and social dissidents, especially the voices of women. Just after
the first waves of disappearances, mothers around the country were left with tears, questions, and
fear. No one knew the extent of these kidnappings, and no one knew where to find answers.
Logically, family members (usually mothers) turned to the legal system in a desperate attempt to
learn anything possible. But it did not matter who they asked or where they went, they were never
given answers.
“They approached police stations, jails, and government offices, but they received no information. Authorities
denied holding their relatives or knowing anything about their fate… They had to prove their sons and
daughters had been kidnapped to authorities who denied that abductions even occurred in the first place. The
kidnappers could not be identified, the courts were under military control, the military censored the press,
and the police, like the armed forces, did not admit the counterinsurgency task forces existed.”12

Malin captures the hopelessness of these families perfectly in her article entitled “Mothers Who
Won’t Disappear.” Without anyone to turn to, these mothers began to look to each other for
answers. It began with mothers speaking with each other in the lounges of courts, outside of
prisons, or elsewhere within their communities. These small group chats soon became organized
meetings where eventually it was decided that a protest in front of the Casa Rosada, one of the
most public places in the entire country, would be necessary if they were to receive any
information.
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However, the junta government’s hypermasculine regime became a formidable obstacle
for the Madres to face. Taylor describes the junta as “unequivocally masculine, aggressively
visible, all surface, identifiable by their uniforms, ubiquitous, on parade for all the world to see.”13
Anyone who publicly disagreed with the government became branded as weak, feminine, and seen
as a danger to the perfect male dominated society the junta wished to recreate. In an intelligent
play, the military co-opted the church, one of the most important pillars of Argentinian life and
culture. Heads of the government were often seen in churches and even fraternized with the
Archbishop of Buenos Aires. By connecting Catholicism and the military, the junta was able to
control another huge social and cultural piece of the country. The heads of the church often served
as one of the many mouths of the junta which would lead the Madres to later write a letter addressed
directly to the Pope, asking for assistance and recognition. Surely if anyone could force the diocese
to speak, the Pope could. On several occasions, small groups of mothers traveled to the Vatican to
appeal for his assistance in person, but each time they were passed by. Their letter remains
unanswered to this day.14
The conflict within the country boiled down to an “us versus them” mentality within the
state; if a person wasn’t with us, the junta, they disappeared. The heroism of the soldier fighting
the weak enemy also became a focal point for propaganda. Signs with depictions of young male
soldiers with the caption “No estás solo” (you are not alone) were common, urging the common
folk to rally behind the cause of the junta, further legitimizing their claim to power.15 This tactic
bore a striking resemblance to methods utilized by Communist dictatorships, such as Stalin’s
U.S.S.R. or Mao’s China. Ironically then, the junta government of Argentina looked strikingly
similar to the real-world applications of the ideologies that they were so determined to defeat.
It is also important to mention that the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo was not the first
women’s movement in Argentina. In fact, several female groups had been founded in the early
1970’s until the coup of Isabelita Peron. With the rise of the junta, however, women were expected
to return to the home and adhere to their traditional gender stereotypes of cooking, cleaning, and
raising children. Western Feminism was deemed unnecessary and incompatible with Latin
American culture.16 The long-standing cultural ideas of Machismo and Hembrismo, sometimes
called Marianismo (manliness and womanliness) in the Hispanic world can be attributed to this
judgement made by the junta. Both of these ideas came into existence after the blending of Iberian
cultures with numerous Native American cultures. To be macho, a man is expected to lead the
family, provide for his wife and children, defend their honor, and make decisions. To be hembra,
a woman is to be submissive to her husband, raise children, care for the household, embody beauty,
and have humility.17 These cultural norms continue to affect Hispanic cultures today and played a
major role during the growth of feminism in Latin America in the 1970’s. Especially after the rise
of the junta, it became out of the question for women to promote causes such as feminism and
individual female identity, much less question the government, military, and police.
Despite every one of these obstacles, the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo decided to make
their movement public. After their first protests, the Madres began to slowly grow. Within a couple
of months, the movement grew from only fifteen to twenty mothers to a sizable hundred. Bosco
reports that it wasn’t just mothers who had been recruited by members of the organization but also
unaffiliated mothers who thought they were alone in their struggle. Women from around the
country made their way to Buenos Aires to search for any hint that could lead them to their
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children. What they found was not answers but a group of mothers protesting. The movement did
not grow rapidly from door-to-door campaigns. Instead, it grew out of the desperation of mothers
from all corners of Argentina. A Madre is quoted in a 1995 interview saying that “when I joined
the Madres, I realized I was not the only one. It was beautiful because I began to share, and there
is nothing better than that.”18 This sense of empowerment only made the group stronger. Nothing
would break their bonds of friendship and motherhood.
The Madres weekly protests allowed for a continued remembrance of the lives of those
taken by the junta. While their protests rarely changed in terms of location and time, their methods
of protesting did. At first, the protests simply consisted of the Madres sitting in the Plaza de Mayo,
but within a month, laws forbidding sit-down style protests became widely enforced with military
presence. To get around this, the women walked around the entire plaza. They began carrying
signs with their messages and photographs of their children and later adopted the use of their
signature white bonnets. The mothers also utilized more unique methods to convey their message
to the government and the crowds that watched them. Femenía and Gil provide a list with several
of their most notable examples:
“…helped by hundreds of young militants, they constructed life-sized paper silhouettes, labeling each one
with the name of an actual desaparecido. In another campaign, they circulated paper cutouts shaped like
human hands to symbolize the actual hands of their missing loved ones. They released balloons with the
names of the disappeared attached to them. Later, they paraded wearing identical masks, to symbolize the
common plight of all the victims of state terrorism.”19

These, along with a host of other campaigns, began to draw the attention of the international
community. In a desperate attempt to stop the spread of their movement, the junta decided to act
against the Madres. At first, they used tear gas, shot bullets into the air, and detained a few hundred
women. However, all such government actions largely backfired upon the junta. As one can
imagine, firing large weapons near or at a group of innocent women looks quite horrendous. In
December 1977, mere months after the first demonstrations began, the government utilized its
secret police to kidnap the leader of the Madres, Azucena Villaflor, eleven other Madres, and two
French nuns after a meeting at a Buenos Aires church. Azucena and the nuns were never seen alive
again.20 Five corpses were later discovered and Villaflor was identified as one of them through
DNA testing in 2003.
Despite the efforts of the government to silence the Madres via the infiltration of the
Catholic church in Argentina, the promotion of male military iconography, the reinforcement of
traditional Hispanic gender roles such as Machismo and Hembrismo, and the kidnapping and
murder of Azucena Villaflor, the protests continued almost nonstop and still occur every Thursday,
even today. Simply based on the numbers of participants, frequency of protests, and the reactions
of the government, it is absolutely clear that the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo are a legitimate and
successful women’s movement in a society that was once ruled by men who attempted to silence
and destroy the voices of dissidents, especially those of women.
The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo movement can also be considered successful due to the
plethora of international attention and awareness they were able to garnish to their nightmarish
situation. Within six months of their founding in 1977, the Madres began receiving financial
support and recognition from other human rights groups, predominately in Europe. Amnesty
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International, one of the most widely recognized human rights groups in the entire world, actually
sent liaisons to Argentina a year earlier to investigate claims made about the disappearances. They
would later reveal the existence of prisons akin to concentration camps. That same year, President
Jimmy Carter of the United States allowed the then-Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights
and Humanitarian Affairs, Patricia Derian, to visit Argentina. She went on to estimate that up to
5,000 civilians had disappeared. This was evidently enough for the U.S. government to respond,
as later that year, the U.S. shut down nearly $300 million in loans and halted all military assistance
to the nation.21
Two years later, in 1979, an investigation was made by the Inter-American Human Rights
Commission, on behalf of the Organization of American States (a large multi-state group
comprised of nations from the Western Hemisphere.) Although their request to visit Argentina was
first denied by General Videla, the leader of the junta, the U.S. was able to convince them to accept
by allowing the previously blocked loans to resume. In their investigations, over 3,000 victims and
witnesses were brought forward by the Madres, and over 5,500 denunciations were made against
the junta. Although they could not stop the IAHRC investigation from taking place, the military
did take steps to hide their actions. They moved around dozens of prisoners to different locations
and began using the slogan “los argentines somos derechos y humanos” (we Argentinians are right
and human.) This was a play on derechos humanos (human rights), words often utilized by the
Madres.
The governments of France and Sweden also became involved after the disappearances of
the two French nuns, Alice Domon and Léonie Duquet, kidnapped alongside Azucena Villaflor,
as well as Dagmar Hagelin, a teenage Swedish-Argentinian who had also vanished in an unrelated
case. The military later admitted that all three of these women were dead but lied about the
circumstances surrounding their murders. In 1980, the Madres accepted a nomination for the Nobel
Peace Prize but lost to Adolfo Pérez Esquivel, an Argentinian man who led SERPAJ, another
human rights organization in the country. Upon winning the prize, he donated 10 percent of his
prize to the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in solidarity for their efforts.22
All of these efforts, from the protests of the Madres to the pressure put on by foreign states
and organizations, culminated with the fall of the junta in a democratic election in 1983. Raul
Alfonsín was elected president and immediately addressed the situation of the murders. The
investigation that followed was later compiled into a report entitled “Nunca Más” or “Never
Again.” This report verified many of the Madres’ claims, but it only led to the convictions of nine
leaders. In fact, many low-ranking officials, soldiers, and police officers were pardoned under a
law passed by the Argentinian Congress, because they believed that the murders were committed
via threat or coercion. It was nearly impossible to refute this claim without an admission of guilt.
This law, El ley de Punto Final (the Full Stop Law), became extremely controversial and would
later lead to the Madre movement splitting into two sub-groups. President Alfonsín was also unable
to find any evidence that suggested the desparecidos were still alive. This dashed the last hopes of
the Madres, previously certain that they might one day see their children again.23
Nearly a decade later, in 1993, representatives from the Madres groups attended the World
Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, Austria. Nora Cortiñas said in her 1999 interview that “it
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is sad that our separation from domestic and private life and our leap into public life happened
because our children were disappeared. But now there is no turning back.”24
For most Madres, their loss of a private life has been worth it, considering the successes of
the group that grew out of the original movement in 1977. The international responses that the
Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo were able to elicit only occurred because the Madres took their
futures into their own hands. They did not sit back and allow the junta to get away with the murders
but began their activism in many different ways. Their methods drew the attention of
intergovernmental organizations, like the Organization of American States, and the eyes of other
countries, such as France, Sweden, and the United States. The combined pressure of all of these
groups led to the inevitable collapse of the government. At long last, the Madres had found success,
although it was not what they had originally hoped for.
The Mother of the Plaza de Mayo continue to create additional success by inspiring others
to begin new grassroots movements in Argentina and in other locations throughout Latin America.
Undoubtably the most well-known of the groups associated with the Madres is the Grandmothers,
or Abuelas of the Plaza de Mayo. The Abuelas organization was created in 1977, the same year as
the Madres. The first Abuelas were also members of the Madre movement, but unlike many of the
other mothers, they had also lost their grandchildren, both living and unborn. General Ramón Juan
Camps was the police chief of Buenos Aires during the reign of the junta and was personally
involved in the “rehoming” of children. Arditti writes that the “plan of finding ‘new parents’ for
the children meant, in practice, that many of them were given—like pieces of property or war
booty—to highly placed government officials, to members of the military, or to police officers.
Others were abandoned in the street or left at orphanages with no information about their
origins.”25 Some survivors of the torture camps later confirmed that children were being born in
prison and almost all were separated from their mothers.
From here, the Abuelas began their campaign of action. It began with small meetings in
both Buenos Aires and La Plata, two of the largest cities in the country, where names and photos
of the desaparecidos were distributed. The first name the group used was Abuelas Argentinas con
Nietitos Desaparecidos (Argentine Grandmothers of Disappeared Grandchildren), but after a few
years they changed it to their current name, Las Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo, to more closely reflect
their association with the Madres.26 The Abuelas soon began to appear before judges, believing
that evidence of adoptions could be found. However, most officials were uncooperative or hostile,
providing enough suspicion to convince the women that their grandchildren were living. Now it
became a matter of where they were being held.
Convinced that the children must have been adopted by government officials, the Abuelas
began an offensive, writing letters and advertisements to newspaper companies. Soon enough,
headlines in the Spanish-speaking world told the stories of these grandmothers, turning even more
international attention to Argentina. By 1980, the Abuelas received assistance from scientists
abroad, who helped to develop blood tests capable of matching children with their rightful families.
These tests, with a combination of anonymous tips and rumors, led to success. In the next seven
years, the Abuelas assisted in the creation of a National Genetic Data Bank, where family members
could leave samples to be used with future comparisons. Since 1977, over one hundred children
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of the desaparecidos have been identified and given the chance to reunite with their biological
families.27
Another important group that took inspiration from the Madres is the Hijos por la Identidad
y la Justicia, contra el Olvido y el Silencio (Children for Identity and Justice, against Oblivion and
Silence) often abbreviated as the acronym HIJOS. This group was founded in 1995 by nearly
seventy children of the desaparecidos, most of whom were only teenagers. HIJOS’ goals, Arditti
explains, “are the annulment of the amnesty laws and the presidential pardons, so that their parents'
murderers can be prosecuted, and restitution of the disappeared children made to their families of
origin.”28 Since their founding in the 1990’s, the group has also founded a chapter in Guatemala,
advocating for information regarding other victims (tens of thousands) who were murdered by the
Guatemalan government during a long and violent civil war.29
An even more recently created group based loosely on the Madre movement is Nuestras
Hijas de Regreso a Casa (May Our Daughters Return Home) in Mexico. Founded around 2001,
the group’s members protest the femicide occurring in one of the most dangerous cities in the
world – Juarez, on the U.S.-Mexico border. With shocking frequency, young women disappear
from their homes and are brutally murdered or never seen again. These murders are exceedingly
violent, and the corpses of the Juarez Cartel’s victims are often displayed publicly for all to see.
Most members of Nuestras Hijas are mothers (and sometimes fathers, as well) of the disappeared
women. It is estimated that over six hundred women vanished in the first decade of the 21st
Century. This does not account for either those disappearances that went unreported nor the
murders of many Central and South American immigrants making their way to the United States.
According to Regina Edmonds, “The immediate objective of the mobilization is to end the violence
and to achieve justice, but the larger objective is to achieve women’s equality as a prerequisite of
ending violence against women in its myriad of cultural manifestations,”30 Seeing the power that
the Madres in Argentina took back for themselves by speaking their truths publicly, the members
of Nuestras Hijas have done something similar, despite a fiercer opposition. Speaking out against
cartel violence and government corruption is arguable more dangerous that it was for the Madres
due to the lack of international attention. Tt is incredible that these Mexican activists are taking
action in their community against such powerful and dangerous enemies.
The establishment and advocacy of these three groups prove that the Mothers of the Plaza
de Mayo were – and still are – successful at inspiring others in similar situations to take a stand
against incredible adversity. It can’t be easy for anyone to directly call out the actions of any given
state’s government, much less the leaders of a military junta or a dictatorship. For all of these
named activists, the concern for personal safety must largely be overwritten by the desire for
justice. At any time, they could find themselves the victim of the crime they so bravely fight
against. In the case of Azucena Villaflor, she paid for her activism with her life. Her martyrdom
became just another obstacle for the remaining Madres to overcome. Even if the Mothers of the
Plaza de Mayo weren’t successful in any other way, certainly the creation and successes of these
new groups have made the efforts of the Madres worthwhile.
The Madres unfortunately do not exist in one cohesive group today as they did while
protesting during the reign of the junta. Nine years after their founding in 1986, the group fractured
into two groups over disagreements about how the group would proceed with their activism. Now
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that the junta was gone, where would they focus their efforts? On one hand, the Mothers of the
Plaza de Mayo Founding Line (Línea Fundadora) focuses on the Madres’ original goals of
activism and awareness. The group was led by Renee Epelbaum for many years until her death in
1998. On the other hand, the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo Association (la Asociación) is still
being led by Hebe de Bonafi. The Association, especially Bonafi, has received additional criticism
because of its more radical nature. They seek vengeance for their children and have also become
much more politically involved.31 This group formally stopped their weekly protests in 2006, but
its members still continue activism in other ways throughout the country.
Does it matter that the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo movement never received a
confession from their leaders or, according to the views of some, that they may be hindering total
gender equality? It cannot be denied, based on the original goal of the Madres, that they were not
entirely successful in achieving their goals. There are not 30,000-45,000 graves in Argentina filled
with the remains of every victim engraved with their name. Many of the victims’ identities have
been lost to time and their memories faded. But in reality, does it actually matter whether the
Madres found the absolute truth that they originally sought? I would argue that is does not, or at
least is not nearly as important as the successes that they themselves created. Time will not turn
back and return to these families their children and lives; the damage can never be reversed. The
Madres and the world know that los desaparecidos are dead, but it is equally clear, if not even
more so, that the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo of Argentina have created new successes. They
did so by founding a women’s movement to fight the injustices committed upon Argentina’s
citizens by their own leaders, by garnishing international attention and awareness of their horrific
situation, and by inspiring many others, from grandmothers, to teenagers, to parents, to become a
new generation of activists in their own ways.
The Madres never allowed the constant rejections, denials, death threats from the junta
government, and even the outright murder of their founder to dictate or destroy their futures as
female activists. Because of their diligence and action, the world now knows of the atrocities
committed in a largely forgotten part of the world by a junta government and its murder spree that
took place from 1976 to 1983. Nora Cortiñas, a Madre herself, best summarizes the impact and
successes of the Madres in her 1995 interview:
“Now we are not the mothers of just one child, we are the mothers of all the disappeared. Our biological
children became 30,000 children. And for them, we gave birth to a full political and public life. We are at our
children’s side but not in the same way as when they were with us: we gave motherhood a public value. We
were given a new role as Mothers, and in many cases, we weren’t prepared. We transmit more now than we
used to transmit to our children: the spirit of struggle and sharing other struggles. In the end, we learned to
give and take. The need to understand our children’s story kept us strong and led us to fill positions we hadn’t
even realized existed.”32
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